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lAWYERS WRITE
A GREAT DEAL-

CLEARLY, CONCRETELY, IN
A WELL-RESEARCHED,
WELL-DOCUMENTED

•

WAY. THERE IS NO ROOM
IN LEGAL WRITING FOR
NUANCE, INTIJITIVE
MEANING, ETYMOLOGICAL
RESONANCE, SYMBOLISM
OR MANY OF THE OTHER
HALLMARKS OF LITERARY

WRITING. NOR IS THERE
lATITIJDE FOR THE
FANCIES OF FICTION OR
THE DISTILlATIONS
OF POETRY.
FOR ALL THESE REASONS,
AND OTHERS, MANY
lAWYERS TRY THEIR
. HANDS AT WRITING THAT
IS DIFFERENT FROM
WHAT THE LEGAL

PROFESSION REQUIRES.
WE OFFER YOU TWO
EXAMPLES HERE: POETRY
OF OLENA KALYTIAK
DAVIS, '88, AND SAMPLES
OF lAWYERS' DIALOGUE
FROM POETRY WRITER/
lAW PROFESSOR

LAWRENCEJOSEPH, '75.
WE ALSO DISCUSS
THE WIDE-SPREAD,
INTERNATIONAL

Here are some other Law School graduates who have turned
their hands to writing outside of the legal profession:
GARY R. FRINK, '63, has written Tales ofJewell Hollow,
A Year In A Blue Ridge Forest, which was serialized in the electronic magazine
0 Shenandoah! Country Rag (http://www.geocities.com/Heartland/1293). The book
tells of Frink's experiences in connection with his family's Jewell Hollow,
Virginia, cabin.
JOSEPH T. KLEMPNER, '64, of New York, published his first novel,
Felony Murder, in 1995.
JAMIL NASIR, '83, a practicing attorney in Washington, D.C., whose
literary output centers on science fiction, with books like Higher Space (1996) and
Quasar (1995).
MATTHEW R. PIEPENBURG, '95, whose first novel, Time and the
Maiden, was published in 1997. Piepenburg was a 1996 Hemingway First Novel
Contest Finalist.
Sports historian BERT SUGAR, '60, who got 20 "Dallas haters" to speak
up for his recently published book, I Hate the Dallas Cowboys, and Who Elected Them
America'.s Team, Anyway. Among his 55 books, he's also written The Great Baseball
Players: From McGraw to Mantle and The Caesars Palace Book of Betting.
AND THERE ARE OTHERS.

INTEREST THAT HAS BEEN
PIQUED BY THE ANATOMY
OF DISGUST, BY

PROFESSOR WILLIAM IAN

NAT COLLEY, 79.
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voice
oft~e
poet

The recorded telephone message plays through - the
voice and then the music of strings and harmonicas. Then
the beep sounds, you give your name and ...
"Hello," interrupts Olena Kalytiak Davis, '88, who
explains that she seldom answers the telephone because if
she did she would get very little done. And for a poet like
Davis, it is tragic to get very little done. In the first 11
months of 1997, for example, she wrote three poems.
There was a time, she says, that she might also have
written the dozen or so poems that were not fated to
survive her self-critical scythe, but now she finds herself
concentrating on "the poems that need to be written."
Davis, author of the award-winning poetry collection
And Her Soul Out of Nothing, often ignores the ring of the
telephone and lets the message machine complete its task.
But she's just back home in Juneau, Alaska, after a lower48 tour of readings and autograph signings, and shes still
feeling comfortable with the talkative, gregarious side of
herself. ''I'm just back a couple of days ago from this trip,
so I'm still transforming from that to my completely
introverted self," she says. "Sometimes I just can't pick up
the phone."
And Her Soul Out Of Nothing, which the University of
Wisconsin Press awarded its 1997 Brittingham Prize in
Poetry, is Davis' first book. Many of its poems previously
have been published in journals like Field, Indiana Review,
Michigan Quarterly Review, New England Review and
Poetry Northwest.
"There is an eerie precision to her work - like the
delicate discernment of a brain surgeon's scalpel - that
renders each moment in both its absolute clarity and
ultimate transitory fragility," contest judge Rita Dove wrote
for the Brittingham Prize citation. "Her language is quirky
in the very best sense of that word; her use of syntax
is brilliant."
Continued on page 66
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Davis shrugs off the idea of her poetry as highly structured - "I was antiform in my youth," she says, but her three newest poems are "fairly long and
fairly complicated." She'.s also become more economical in her writing and
concentrates on those poems that seem most urgent to her to write. "I think it'.s
my job to write them, and after that you're on your own, your exegesis is
probably just as good as mine," she says.
"I'll take everything as fodder," she says of her poetry "I love all the great
stuff. I love the Romantics, Dickinson, Hopkins, John Donne. You can spend
years getting to the bottom of that stuff. I also love philosophy Ri~ht now I
read a lot of poetry because I'm trying to catch up. It'.s only been smce 1993
that I got serious about poetry. I don't even know if this is bottomless." .
The daughter of Ukrainian immigrants who fled from the Ukrame dunng
World War II, Davis majored in English at Wayne State University before
attending the Law School. She and her husband, James J. Davis, Jr., '87,
.
practiced law in California for a few years, but left their jobs to visit the Soviet
Union and then spend some time in Chicago before choosing to move
to Alaska.
"When we both got out we worked for corporate firms, we both needed a
little cushion," she recalls of their years right after law school. "It took us a
while to get to what we really want to do with our lives."
For James Davis, as he wrote for his Class of '87 reunion in September, that
decision led to becoming a poverty lawyer with Alaska Legal Services
Corporation, "during which time I argued and won two cases _in the Alaska
Supreme Court, caught my first moose, learned where the canbou like to
.
travel, found a few good fishing holes and felt the coldest, cleanest, sweetest air
I ever felt or wanted to feel."
"He's still got his revolutionary zeal," his wife says. "He loves law and loves
finessing it for his goals of helping the underprivileged."
..
For herself, Olena Kalytiak Davis chose to devote herself to wntmg poetry
Now she works part-time - she'.s headed for her job at the public library
shortly after this interview - and spends as much time writing poetry as
possible. In the process both her poetry and her knowledge of the world of
poetry have become more complex.
.
.
"With law, I always thought law was so terribly political, all this stuff gomg
on, and the many sidedness of it. And I thought poetry was pure integrity, and
that you could just do whatever you wanted.
"When I first started getting published I didn't send out cover letters, I
didn't know anybody ... Now that I'm in it, I know some people, and it'.s the
same thing - who'.s going to pull for whom, a lot is who you know:
"But that doesn't mean you necessarily have to play it that way"
She doesn't. "For me," she says, "writing means reading, taking notes,
messing with things, wasting time sometimes, going for walks. lt'.s all work
toward that next poem."

This time out Lawrence Joseph, '75, has
turned to prose for his most recent book,

Lawyerland: What Lawyers Talk About When
They Talk About the Law (Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, 1997).
Joseph, a Professor of Law at St. John'.s
University School of Law in New York City,
previously has published three acclaimed
books of poetry: Before Our Eyes (1993);
Curriculum Vitae (1988); and Shouting at No
One (1983). Lawyerland, as Phillip Lopate
observed in a glowing review in Esquire,
"defies category - [it is] part anthropological report, part performance piece
. . . part prose poem."
Joseph says that in Lawyerland he
wanted to do something that hadn't been
done before: write a book in which only
lawyers - representing a broad spectrum
of the profession - speak to one another
about their practice, other lawyers, clients,
themselves, and the law. Because he
encouraged complete candor from the
lawyers with whom he spoke, Joseph notes
that "in many instances the names,
circumstances and characteristics of the
persons and places portrayed have been
changed." Lawyerland is "truthful rather
than factual, but solidly based on facts."
The exchanges in the book take place in
lower Manhattan, where Joseph lives and
practiced law in the early 1980s, a place,
he says, of rich historical and literary
presence. Critics have praised Lawyerland
for the liveliness and accuracy of its talk, as
well as for its insights into the social,
moral, and personal pressures and realities
that lawyers, by necessity, confront all the
time.
Joseph did two readings from Lawyerland
at the Law School in September, one for a
University-wide audience and one as a
speaker for Law School alumni reunion
activities. Listeners' ears quickly picked up
on the off-the-record lawyer-like highenergy cadence and vocabulary of the
book.
As reviewer Vijay Seshradi wrote in

The New Yorker:
"Lawyerland has the texture of a
documentary, with bits of scene-setting and
shots of lawyers savoring Chinese food,
refreshing themselves with espresso, and
66
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stretching their aching backs while they
talk about what they do, but each vignette
is so artfully composed, and the testimony
being elicited has so much verbal drama,
that it isn't long before we begin to wonder
whether we're in the hands of a writer
driven by the occult agendas of fiction
rather than the more straightforward ones
of journalism."
Or, as Joyce Carol Oates says of

Lawyer/and:
"Lawrence Joseph has written an
amazing 'Notes from the Underground'
of ... American law of our time .
Lawyerland is rapid-fire dialogue,
unmediated by conventional analysis and
summary; it's startling and original and
irresistibly readable."
Some samples follow.
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Reviewen reflect wide~pread intere~t in miller'~

Anatom~
I
f

I U

Professor of law William Ian Miller, '77,
is both "amused" and "confused" by the
attention that his most recent book, The
Anatomy of Disgust (Harvard University
Press, 1997), is drawing from reviewers in
the United States and overseas.
'Tm a medievalist; I'm used to writing
for 200 people," Miller says in a selfdeprecating assessment of his considerable
scholarly work on Icelandic sagas, which
he wrote on in Bloodtaking and
Peacemaking: Feud, Law, and Society in Saga
Iceland (University of Chicago Press 1990;
paperback 1996).
Increasingly, his interest has been in
what he calls "the emotions that arise
under circumstances of social and moral
failure." He first addressed them in
Humiliation (Cornell University Press,
1993; paperback 1995), and , most recently,
in The Anatomy of Disgust.
Miller admits that he takes some delight
in the attention the book has been getting
but he is still somewhat skeptical: "I want
to believe that the attention is deserved,
but when you see so many good books
arrive stillborn and so many bad ones
made into movies, you are not sure, really,
how to take it all. I just hope that I can
consider this a lucky good book that
survived its birth trauma rather well."
By last fall more than 40 reviewers here
and abroad had written of the book, most

•
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Professor William Ian Miller, '77

of them favorably Calling the book
"beautifully written," Times Literary
Supplement reviewer Andrew Stark said:
"While The Anatomy of Disgust does disgust,
it also enthralls, enlightens, dazzles and
entertains. It 'anatomizes' disgust - which
Miller defines as a 'strong sense of aversion
to something perceived as dangerous
because of its powers to contaminate, infect .
or pollute' - by exploring it as both a
physical sensation and a moral sentiment.
In both cases, it turns out, disgust has
enormous political and social
implications."
Joseph Epstein, writing in the New
Yorker, called Anatomy "a most useful book"
and noted that "the day disgust is
conquered may be the day the game is up.
'If you were casually to enumerate the
norms and values, aesthetic and moral,
whose breach prompts disgust,' Miller
writes, 'you would see just how crucial the
emotion is to keep us in line and
minimally presentable.' That one can still
find reserves of disgust for hypocrisy,
cowardice, and cruelty is no minor matter.
Without our capacity for disgust, in other
words, we might feel more free but, in the
end, be less human."
And Anthony Storr in the United
Kingdoms Observer: "Miller rightly
perceives that disgust helps to define our
identities, create hierarchies, and order our
world; but I remain puzzled about its
biological significance. If animals can do
without it, why can't we? Miller is
courageous in tackling a subject that few
authors have approached, but this is not a
book for the faint-hearted."
Millers next book? He'll be examining
"cowardice."

(")

freelance lawyer turn

'

"I just like telling stories. Ilike trying to
make apoint in an artful way that isn't
didactic and doesn't hit people over the head.'
- HAT COUlY, '79

Nat Colleys professional story starts
with the law and moves to theater and
film. His short film, The Abortion of Mary
Williams, aired on Showtime on February 9
as part of the Showtime Networks annual
salute to Black History Month.
Billed as "a psychological drama in
which a woman confronts and resolves the
guilt she feels for having to make the
choice to keep or abort her fetus," the film
combines contemporary angst and ancient
Christian symbols to distill conflict,
resolution, reconciliation and recommitment into its 16 minutes and 38
seconds. Based on Colleys play of the same
name, it was a finalist in Showtimes Black
Filmmaker Showcase and Grant Program.
After earning his bachelors and law
degrees from the University of Michigan,
Colley worked for a decade as a full-time
attorney in California, where he practiced
for much of that time with his father. The
elder Colley died in 1992. The firm "had a
very heavy duty litigation practice" and the
high profile of some of its cases helped
Colley become an on-air commentator on
both the first Rodney King trial and
subsequent civil disturbance as well as the
later trial of OJ Simpson. Later, in an
ironic professional twist, Colley went to
work with the firm that represented
King in his resulting civil suit against the
City of Los Angeles.
Colley also served internships in
Congress and the California State
Legislature, was president of the
Sacramento chapter of the NAACP and
served for three years on the NAACPs
National Board of Directors. He also served
as Executive Dean of the University of
Northern California Lorenzo Patino School
of Law, where he taught law and paralegal
students.
But the childhood love of storytelling
never left him, and by the early 1990s he
began shifting from his legal career to a
play writing career. "I still work as an
attorney," he says. "I freelance now. I make

camp. Last year, in a Cornerstone
Theater Company production of
the play at Los Angeles' Geffen
Museum of Contemporary Art,
Colley directed Seat Selection
as an audience-interactive
performance piece.
The action of the play "took
place on a bus mounted in the
"'
museum," he explains. "Audience
members were randomly assigned
to 'black' or 'white' seats; which
...
led to some consternation, while
"'
many patrons old enough to
remember those days left the
performance in tears."
Sometimes, Colley uses his legal
expertise to shape his stories. For
example, he now is seeking money to
make a film of his play A Dozen
Innocents, which deals with "a jury in
deliberations on a case of patricide
where incestuous abuse is asserted as
the defense." No remake of the film 12
Angry Men, Colleys A Dozen Innocents
uses a racially diverse jury of seven
women and five men. "I am not
concerned with 'whodunit,' but with the
problem of passing judgment on
someone who, it turns out, really is one's
peer on one social demographic or
another," he says.
"I guess if you were going to
categorize my work -ooh, thats
dangerous - the stuff that we're talking
about now are social dramas," he says.
"But I have romantic comedies, and I'm
working on a horror thriller. I don't
think I would do slapstick or sitcoms.
I can't go in that direction, but other
kinds of things, sure. I want to try to
explore the whole range of subjects."
In theater or in film?
"I think I'm leaning more toward
film," he answers. "I don't think I'll ever
leave theater entirely - there are certain
pieces that just fit better in the theater.
But I really enjoy working with actors in
film. I think of it as a kinetic sculpture.
You take a flat piece of paper, which is
your script, and make it three
dimensional. There is so much more
that you can do in terms of camera
movement, closeups, all those things
that go into film making."
His goal?
'To be provocative. To get people to
think, to think differently and sort of be
expanded. I always liked movies that you
come out of and talk about and debate."
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Nat Colley, '79

appearances. Or I draft pleadings or other
documents, whatever lawyers need."
The income from his freelance legal
practice has let him concentrate on his play
writing and screen writing, which have
been drawing increasing attention. In 1995
he was one of six playwrights selected
nationally for the Mt. Sequoyah New Play
Retreat. The next year Moving Arts
premiered his play A Sensitive Man to
praise from the I.ns Angeles Times and
Dramawgue, which also awarded the play
five DramaLogue Awards. And last year he
was a finalist for Playlabs at The
Playwrights Center in Minneapolis.
Colley currently attends the David
Henry Hwang Writers Institute at East
West Players, where he is adapting his oneact play Seat Selection into a feature
screenplay called The Road to Casablanca.
Set during World War II and the era of
Jim Crow laws, the story concerns a crosscountry ride on a bus by three women, one
black, one white, and one a JapaneseAmerican who is headed for an internment
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